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THE HISTORICITY OF JESUS. 
IN COMMENT UPON THE THEORY OF PROF. WILLIAM BENJAMIN SMITH. 

Theology seems to be sufficiently remote from mathematics, and 

yet it appears that the two join hands in the mind of an American 

scholar, William Benjamin Smith, who by profession is a mathe 
matician but by preference a theologian. He is a professor of Tu 
lane University in New Orleans, La., where for many years he held 
the chair of mathematics and has only recently been transferred to 
the faculty of philosophy. He takes considerable interest in the 

philosophy of mathematics, but has it tempered by studies in the 

origin of Christianity. His special attention is concentrated upon the 

figure of Jesus in the Gospels, and he has published a work in 
German under the title "The Pre-Christian Jesus" (Der vorchrist 
liche Jesus) in which he attempts to prove that Jesus never lived. 

His theory differs, however, from older ones which claim that Jesus 
was a solar myth, in that his studies are based upon a thorough text 
criticism of the New Testament supported by stupendous scholar 

ship in the field of patristic and Apocryphal literature. 
Professor Smith has stirred Germany through Professor Drews 

of Carlsruhe, Baden, who not only published a book entitled "The 
Christ Myth," but also began a campaign of lectures in which he 

challenged the old believers to defend the historicity of Jesus. Or 
thodox Berlin was shaken from its lethargic indifference by his 
debates which attracted large crowds and filled many columns of 
the daily press. 

Professor Drews bases his contention mainly upon Professor 
Smith's book, and in recapitulating the state of things he expresses 
his views as follows : 

"Finally the American William B. Smith, in his work Der vor 
christliche Jesus (1906) has cast so bright a light on a number of 

weighty factors in the origin of Christianity and has illuminated so 

many points that permit us a deeper insight into the actual course 
of events that we gradually begin to see clearly in this matter" (page 
iii in the preface). 

It is natural that this attack on the historicity of Jesus should 
have found many antagonists, but strange to say it found among the 

very opponents of Professor Smith's theory some who advocated 
its investigation. Prof. A. J licher, well known among theologians, 

makes the following statement in his pamphlet "Did Jesus Live?" 

page I : 
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'Tn the last decade, after some predecessors of little conse 

quence, a series of distinguished savants in America and Germany 
have come forward with powerful attacks upon the whole traditional 

conception of Jesus, foremost among them William B. Smith in 
his Der vorchristliche Jesus." 

The radical press shows itself inclined to endorse the position 
of Smith, as for instance Wilhelm von Schnehen in Das freie Wort, 
Vol. VIII, No. 16, page 623, who praises Smith's theory as a "de 
cisive blow" to the antiquated views, but liberal theologians have 
come forth as his most doughty enemies. And this is but natural, 
for while Smith sees in Jesus the humanization of a god, the liberal 
Christian sees in Christ the deification of Jesus, a noble and pure 
hearted idealist. Unitarians may not believe in Christ, the God made 

flesh, but they believe in Jesus, the man, a paragon of moral perfec 
tion ; and the humanity of Jesus together with his historicity is the 
salient point of their creed. 

Professor Smith is known to our readers through several ar 
ticles published in The Open Court and The Monist, and it is not 

easy to refute his theories. We agree with him so far as his positive 
contentions go, but we demur to his negation. We agree that the 
Christ ideal is pre-Christian. The idea of a Saviour among the 

pagans and the hope for the Messiah among the Jews do not date 
at the beginning of the Christian era, but can be traced almost every 
where in profane and sacred literature, not of the Jews alone, but 

mainly of the Gentiles ; and this ideal of a Saviour has entered into 
the fabric of the story of Jesus as preserved in the Gospels. 

Professor Smith, however, goes one step farther. He claims not 

only the pre-Christian existence of the Christ ideal, but also of a 

Jesus, and there are many things which speak in his favor. Among 
them he maintains for instance that the definite article prefixed to 
the word Jesus indicates that "Jesus" like "Christ" was a title and 
not a name ; therefore he is spoken of as "the Jesus." Further he 
would explain the whole story of the Gospels as being the result of 

symbolism, and in the present article he discusses evidences that can 

be deduced from the silence of Josephus and Tacitus. 

Jesus is nowhere mentioned in the profane literature of the 
Gentiles ; he is unknown to history. This is a truth accepted by 
scholars, but not universally known, and its significance has not yet 
been pointed out. Professor Cornill, one of the higher critics, who 
is an avowed Christian, says: 

"I assume that my esteemed readers are already aware of the 
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fact that Abbot Dionysius Exiguus, who in the sixth century calcu 
lated the Christian era according to which we still universally reckon 

time, erred in his establishment of the year of Christ's birth, placing 
it several years, probably five, if not seven, too late. It is positively 
certain that Herod died in the year 4 before our era ; if, therefore, 

Jesus was born during his reign-and there is no reason for doubting 
this tradition-the conclusion is unavoidable that the date commonly 
assigned for the birth of Christ is wrong. The place of Jesus's 
birth is just as much a matter of uncertainty as the time ; and so is 
the year of his death,-in this latter point reports and estimates 

vary a matter of seven years, from 29 to 36 A. D. 
"It is downright providential that we know so little from the 

historical and biographical point of view concerning this greatest 
life that was ever lived on earth. Thus every possibility is to be 

precluded of our falling into the delusion that we know him in know 

ing the date of his birth and of his death and the outward circum 
stances of his life ; he is to stand before us simply in his work. 

"The life and activity of Jesus fell into the period of Jewish 
history which is to occupy our attention in this chapter, and his 

activity was possible only on the soil of Israel and among the Jewish 
people ; but yet a history of the people of Israel is not the place in 
which to speak of him. He swept across the hopelessly darkened sky 
of Israel like a meteor, flashing and vanishing; he had no effect 

upon the history of the Jewish people, and the fact that he did not do 

this, that he deliberately refused to do so, became, humanly speak 
ing, his doom." 

Though Jesus was historical, though he was a real man, he 
was not an historical figure. His life was passed in the obscurity 
of a small sect without entering as a factor into the national life 
of either Galilee or Judea, and his death at Jerusalem did not cause 
a ripple in the history of the country ; but for all that he may have 
existed and have been crucified. He may have played an important 
part in the events of the Nazarene sect, a small community of dis 
senters who were a branch of, or kin to, the Essenes known to 

Josephus and Pliny, and probably identical with the Ebionites, the 
Sect of the Poor. This possibility, which we deem quite probable, 
Professor Smith rejects as impossible, claiming that Josephus ought 
to have known something of the fate of Jesus. 

The Gospel of Mark, in spite of the many additions which a 

mythological conception of the Messiah has introduced, appears to 
contain a foundation of real facts. There are too many features of 
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a personal nature and too many statements incompatible with the 
Messiah ideal which would not have been invented if the story were 

purely mythological as Professor Smith assumes. We cannot help 
assuming that the author was inspired by the belief in a real per 

sonality who lived in Galilee and died a martyr's death in Jerusalem. 
He may have his information second hand which accounts for the 
embellishment of miracle, and in addition to the Gospel of Mark 
we have indications of the historicity of Jesus in Pauline literature. 
Professor Smith may be right that the epistles of St. Paul are later 

compilations, but for all that we must assume that their nucleus was 

genuine, that Paul existed and though he did not know Jesus per 
sonally, he knew Peter, and he had heard of James, the brother of 
Christ. Professor Smith tries to explain this expression and other 
references to the family of Jesus by saying that the term brother 
was more a title of religious respect, and that in a certain sense all 
Christians were brothers of Christ, but I fear that his explanation 
can not be accepted, for the text does not allow such interpretation. 
These references in the New Testament to the family of Jesus are 

the more important as they stand in contradiction to the early dogma 
of the virgin birth of Jesus, and they were always a stumbling 
block to the Roman Catholic theologians who tried their best to 
weaken the force of these terms and to explain them away. 

The editions of both Josephus and Tacitus contain passages on 

Jesus Christ, of which however those in Josephus have been rejected 
as later insertions. But the passage in Tacitus has scarcely been 

questioned, and Professor Smith is the first to throw the shadow 
of doubt upon this famous passage of the old truth-loving Roman 
historian. 

We discuss the problem of the Gospels and kindred subjects 
in the current number of The Open Court, and will here only state 
that we are not inclined to doubt the historicity of Jesus. We ac 

cept the theory of the pre-Christian Christ, and believe that the 
features attributed to Christ have one by one been fixed upon the 

figure and inserted into the story of Jesus. The people of the age 
expected a Saviour who should accomplish certain things, should 

undergo certain sufferings, should teach certain doctrines, should 
fulfil the predictions of the prophets, and be distinguished by definite 
occurrences. 

We assume that there was a certain Galilean by the name of 

Jesus, and that he was a leader in the sect of the Nazarenes. He was 
a mental healer who according to the current theory of the times 
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believed that diseases were due to demons, and so he cured his pa 
tients by exorcism. We may fairly well assume that he often suc 

ceeded, but the Gospels contain indications that he also met with 

disappointments. He had a contempt for the Gentiles and believed 
in the absolute divinity of the Jewish law even to the diacritical 

points of the Scriptures, but he hated its official representatives, the 
scribes and Pharisees, whom he called a generation of vipers. 

When Saul of Tarsus became convinced that this Jesus was the 

Christ, the story of his life was seen in a new light and the notions 
of the Christ were woven into it. 

One of the most palpable inventions in the life of the expected 
Saviour was the story of his persecution soon after his birth. Among 
the pre-Christian saviours from the Hindu Krishna, the Buddhist 

Gautama, the Persian Zoroaster, and the gods of Greek paganism, 
there is no one in whose life the newborn babe has not been perse 
cuted by a wicked tyrant who feared to lose his throne on the advent 
of a new hero. The story of the massacre of the innocents is in 
all its main features identical with the slaughter of the babes in the 

myth of Krishna, and also in the legend of Buddha. In order to be 

proved to be the Christ, or the Saviour, or the Messiah, Jesus as a 
babe had to experience the same persecution and so this same story 
has been inserted into the Christian Gospels. 

This we have granted, and Professor Smith has done much to 
corroborate the truth of the pre-Christian Christ ideal, but in our 

opinion he has not succeeded in proving the non-existence of Jesus 
of Galilee who lived approximately at the time to which Christianity 
assigns the life of Jesus. The Jesus of the Gospels must have been 
born a little earlier than the year one of our era, and his death is 
not merely based upon the authority of an obscure author but is 
well accredited through the Pauline epistles, and the correctness of 
the date as having taken place under Pontius Pilate can not easily 
be doubted. 

The strongest evidence in favor of the historicity of Jesus, in 
our opinion, consists in the evidence we have in the statements of 
the Gospels, that the Jesus of the Gospels in many respects did not 

agree with the expectation of a universal Saviour. He was a Jew 
and believed in the narrowest conception of Judaism as appears from 
the anti-Gentile tendencies attributed to him in the New Testament, 
and he believed that the day of judgment when the son of man 

would come in the clouds of heaven was so near at hand that not all 
of his audience who were listening to him would die before all 
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should be fulfilled. Such passages which are either contradictory 
to fact or contradictory to the doctrines of the very earliest church 
would never have been written if the story of Jesus had been pure 

imagination. The church may have obliterated many kindred pas 
sages which contain statements no longer in harmony with its doc 
trines. That these traces were left in the Gospels is an indication of 
the genuineness of the traditions of the New Testament, and there 
are additional reasons which make it very improbable that the whole 

Gospel story of Jesus should have been pure fiction. There is no 

doubt that the Gospels contain mythical elements, but they are super 
added and we find no reason to doubt the historical foundation of 
the story of Jesus. 

Though we do not agree with Professor Smith we can not help 
thinking that his theory should be fully investigated, and that it is 
the duty of modern theologians to face the criticism squarely and to 

dispose of it in one way or another. 
We wish to say here that Professor Smith proposes to have his 

book on the pre-Christian Jesus followed up by a new work, in which 
he would contrast the idea of the historical and therefore human 

Jesus with his conception of the origin of Christianity, according to 
which the hero of the Gospel story would be a humanized god, and so 
he would entitle his new work, not as Pilate said, "Ecce homo" but 
"Ecce deus" 

EDITOR. 

PROFESSOR WILLIAM JAMES. 
The unexpected death of Prof. William James has caused great 

grief in the wide circle of his friends, and we read the sad news 

with deep sorrow and sincere emotion. Professor James will be 
missed by friends and antagonists for with all his faults as a thinker 
he was a man of unusual genius, who by the very way in which 
he attacked the problems in which he was interested stirred the 

imagination and quickened the spirit of inquiry. Because of our 

personal acquaintance, I hesitated very long before I ventured to 
criticise him and I will say here that in spite of the attacks I made 
on his position we remained the best of friends and exchanged 
courteous letters. There is no need of repeating here the data of 
his life since they are too well known and have been sufficiently 
ventilated in the daily press. 

EDITOR. 
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